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I am proud that I am an Australian, a daughter of the
Southern Cross, a child of the mighty bush.

I am thankful I

am a peasant, a part of the bone and muscle of my nation,
and earn my bread by the sweat of my brow, as man was meant
to do.

I rejoice I was not born a parasite, one of the

blood-suckers who loll on velvet and satin.
Ah, my sunburnt brothers!--sons of toil and of
Australia!

I love and respect you well, for you are brave

and good and true.

I have seen not only those of you with

. large families to support, and with half a century
sitting upon your work-laden shoulders.

I have seen you

struggle uncomplainingly against flood, fire, disease in
stock, pests, drought, trade depression, and sickness, and
yet have time to extend your hands and hearts in true
sympathy to a brother in misfortune, and spirits to laugh
and joke and be cheerful.
And for my sisters a great love and pity fills my
heart.

Daughters of toil, who scrub and wash and mend and

cook, who are dressmakers, paperhangers, milkmaids,
gardeners, and candlemakers all in one, and yet have time to
be cheerful and tasty in your homes, and make the best of
the few oases to be found along the narrow dusty track of
your existence.

Would that I were more worthy to be one of

you--more a typical Australian peasant--cheerful, honest,
brave!
Miles Franklin, My Brilliant Career (253-254)
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I.

Introduction

The novels of Stella Miles Franklin (1879-1954) provide
an intricate reflection of her life.

Although Franklin

concealed herself behind pseudonyms and fanciful
explanations, her novels are undoubtedly largely
autobiographical.

The details of Franklin's circumstances

and aspirations are revealed in the Franklin Papers and her
pocket diaries, many of which are now available on microfilm
from Mitchell Library in Sydney, Australia.

Furthermore,

Marjorie Barnard, Colin Roderick, Bruce Sutherland, and
other individuals who actually fraternized with Franklin
concur that Franklin's actual experiences and her detailed
daydreams became the basis of the lives of the female
protagonists in her novels.
Franklin was extremely proud of her Australian
heritage.

Consequently, her first novel, My Brilliant

Career (1901), provides important insight into the
background from which the rest of her writing developed.
The protagonist of My Brilliant Career is Sybylla Penelope
Melvyn, whose experiences and aspirations closely parallel
those of the author.
Sybylla is the oldest child of Richard Melvyn.

To her

bitter disappointment, when she is nine years old her family
moves away from their property in the mountains.

At

sixteen, however, she is summoned to live with her
grandmother, so can return to Caddagat, the prosperous
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family station (farm) in the mountains.

Here Sybylla

establishes a number of flirtatious relationships.
Sybylla's father is financially ruined, however, and Sybylla
is forced to leave her comfortable life at Caddagat.

Even

after Sybylla is reduced to the drudgery of poverty, she
refuses the marriage proposal of her friend, the wealthy
landowner Harold Beecham, and prefers to retain control of
her own life.
Likewise, as a child Franklin grew up in the mountains,
living either on Brindabella, her parents' station, or on
the affluent station Talbingo, with her Grandma Lampe.

When

Franklin was ten years old her family left the mountains.
Like Sybylla, Franklin was the daughter of a poor farmer,
and so, also like Sybylla, as a teenager Franklin
unwillingly became a private tutor.

Although Franklin dated

various men, she never married and instead focused her life
on a writing career.
Franklin's perspective on life, as reflected in her
novels such as My Brilliant Career, however, was not limited
to merely Australian experiences.

Subsequent to writing MY

Brilliant Career, Franklin travelled and lived in various
countries.

While living in Chicago (1906-1915), Franklin

wrote two novels with American settings:

The Net of

Circumstance (begun c. 1911 and published in 1915 under the
pseudonym Mr. and Mrs. Ogniblat l'Artsau) and On Dearborn
Street (begun c. 1913 and published posthumously in 1981).
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The main female characters in these novels, like Sybylla in
My Brilliant Career, provide insight into Franklin's own
life.

Franklin's experiences, as are revealed through

Constance Roberts and Sybyl Penelo, serve to exemplify the
circumstances of women particularly in the Lake Michigan
area of the United States of America, in the first two
decades of the twentieth century.
Franklin kept diaries and wrote letters while she was
in America.

After she returned to Australia, however, she

maintained silence about her years overseas.

Consequently,

her novels are particularly important in providing insight
into her experiences as a woman in Chicago.
Constance Roberts, approximately thirty years of age,
the protagonist of The Net of Circumstance, is a reflection
of Franklin in that Constance works for various feminist
causes; lives in an establishment for working women; and
although feisty, suffers from mental and physical
exhaustion.

One summer while Constance is staying with her

wealthy friends, the Howes, at their country home, she
becomes entangled in relationships with three men.

The

first man who asks for Constance's hand in marriage is Uncle
Robert (Mr. VanDorn), who is in his mid-fifties.

He leaves

the Howes after she refuses to consider his proposal.
next suitor is twenty-four-year-old Tony.

The

Their romance

continues even after they return to Chicago.

Simultaneously

Sybyl is involved with forty-four-year-old Osborne Lewis,
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who ultimately will offer Constance marriage and literary
opportunities.
Sybyl Penelo is the main female character in On
Dearborn Street.

Her name is reminiscent of Sybylla

Penelope Melvyn (My Brilliant Career), and therefore Sybyl,
too, logically must have been an autobiographical outlet for
Franklin.

Sybyl, as Franklin sometimes was, is a

stenographer.

Sybyl and her friend Edna Maguire have

established their own stenography business.

Cavarley, the

novel's narrator, courts Sybyl and introduces her to Robert
("Bobby") Hoyne, another man who will pursue Sybyl until his
untimely death.

Like Franklin, with men Sybyl learns to

dance and enjoys automobile riding.

World War I, which

began while Franklin was in Chicago, increases the pessimism
of the characters in On Dearborn Street at the end of the
novel, but hope of a better future permeates the gloom.
The men Constance and Sybyl date are closely
reminiscent of various gentlemen with whom Franklin was
involved in Chicago.

In her novels, however, Franklin

ultimately develops idealized relationships, and so
eventually Constance and Sybyl are able to consent to
marriage, while an acceptable marital relationship always
eluded Franklin.
Through Sybylla (My Brilliant Career), Constance (The
Net of Circumstance), and Sybyl (On Dearborn Street)
Franklin reveals her concerns about the status of women in
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society, the mental and physical health of women, and the
types of relationships women form with other individuals
(particularly with men).

Although Franklin's novels are

entertaining--after all Sybylla professes that My Brilliant
Career is "simply a yarn" (ix)--in many ways Franklin's
novels are quite didactic.

Through her protagonists

Franklin elaborates upon her three major concerns and
reveals her views pertaining to females with regard to
dress, political influence, careers, living conditions,
World War I, suicide, psychiatry, secrecy, family,
friendship, and marriage.

While recognizing that to a

certain extent people must depend upon each other, Franklin
focuses upon the need that women be able to control their
own lives.

II.

The Status of Women in Society

Franklin herself, Sybylla (My Brilliant Career),
Constance (The Net of Circumstance), and Sybyl (On Dearborn
Street), while being fiercely individual, were nonetheless
victims of societal pressures.

Franklin observed that early

in the twentieth century women were significantly restricted
with regard to their physical appearances, political
influence, and careers.

Women not only suffered under male

domination, which limited their freedom of choice, but also
endured the ramifications of World War I.
Societal restrictions on how females should dress and
look, to Franklin were an outward expression of the manner
in which women were fundamentally perceived.

Women were

expected to be pleasing to men, regardless of whether they
suffered in the process.

All photographs of Franklin show

her to be an ordinary woman, with no horrendous deformities,
and yet she suffered under significant delusions that she
was ugly.

According to Colin Roderick, Franklin was most

concerned about her nose, which to her "was a mere blob on
flat features" (67).
Franklin's concerns, as a woman, about her appearance
are reflected in Sybylla.

Sybylla moans that as a result of

her ugliness no one will ever love her.

Sybylla's Aunt

Helen provides the answer for which Franklin must have
personally longed:

"'Being misunderstood is one of the

trials we all must bear.

You will find that plain
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looks will not prevent you from gaining the friendship love
of your fellows--the only real love there is'"

(53).

Although Sybylla must have wished that her personality and
not her appearance would be that by which she was judged,
she knows that to society, appearance remained important.
Sybylla spends hours with her aunt perfecting her toilette,
especially when male visitors are anticipated.
Sybylla's insecurity concerning her appearance as a
female before men solidifies into resentment in Constance.
She is introduced to the readers of The Net of Circumstance
in a scene which emphasizes concern about how women had to
dress.

Franklin's narration reports,
The damp, ungracious rawness, laden with fine
snow as sharp as salt, and rising vastly from Lake
Michigan like an Arctic dragon's breath, was
sucked so furiously through the artificial canons
formed by the skyscrapers, that pedestrians
handicapped by women's garments could not hold a
footing against it.

In many instances on the lake

front they were blown along like ice boats,
thereby affording keen amusement to numbers of
young men who gathered to witness their
discomfiture.
. Around the corner .
figure.

. came a slight
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She took in the situation at a glance,
and turning to the men remarked .
"The other day in this city a women needed
the full use of her limbs to do some outdoor work,
She was

so she put on a pair of trousers.
arrested for it;

yet here you stand and ridicule

girls when they are humiliated by the silly
clothes you force them to wear not only by custom
but by law!"

(1-4)

Through Constance, Franklin is emphasizing that the status
of women in society is defined by men.

Early in the

twentieth century there was notable inequality between the
sexes.

Constance identifies that women dress as a result of

societal expectations and legal restrictions.
Sybyl in On Dearborn Street is also introduced in terms
of her appearance and the judgment passed upon it.

Although

Sybyl complies with basic societal expectations, and
appropriate to being a stenographer wears a dress and
conservative jewelry, she simultaneously deviates from the
norm and purposely exaggerates convention.

Sybyl wears a

large pinafore, which is practical, yet Cavarley, the
narrator, judges it gives her "a childish appearance" (13).
Sybyl has a crepe paper cap on her head, but Cavarley
suggests it "fitted like a pudding bowl and gave a
ridiculous appearance" (13).

Despite his inward criticism

of her appearance, it contributes to Cavarley perceiving:
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"There was an indescribable friendliness and freedom from
affectation or self-consciousness in her manner" (13-14)
While Franklin resents societal expectations with
regard to the appearance of women, her greater concern is
with the legal and political restrictions under which women
suffered.
novels.

Support of female suffrage permeates Franklin's
In Australia women had already been granted the

right to vote in 1902, but it was not until 1913, during
Franklin's residency in the United States, that woman
suffrage was approved in Chicago.

In a letter to Eva

O'Sullivan in Sydney, from 127 North Dearborn Street on May
18, 1912, Franklin wrote:

"I wish they [women in Chicago]

had the suffrage as it seems a terrible Noah's arkism to
have to be squalling around for it in this day and age"
(Roe, Congenials 76).

While in Chicago Franklin

participated in protest marches, worked as a secretary for
the Woman's Trade Union League, and edited and wrote for
Life and Labor.

In her diaries Franklin documents her

support of suffrage and related reform efforts.

For

example, on Tuesday, November 1, 1910, she notes, "Went
picketing .

Saw police brutality."

Franklin realized that obtaining political clout for
women would enhance women's social reform efforts.

When she

lived in Chicago early in the twentieth century, conditions
were bleak for large segments of the population.
to Perry Duis,

According
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Tumble-down housing and filthy streets were only
the most obvious problems of the poor.

They were

also beset by unemployment and low wages.

--

Industrial accidents were commonplace, and health
conditions in some areas were so bad that a child
had less than an even chance to reach the age of
five.

But even while the problems seemed

nearly hopeless, Chicago was giving rise to social
movements that would substantially alleviate the
plight of the poor.

(57)

Women, more than men, suffered because of the economic and
social problems described by Duis, so women often spear
headed political campaigns which demanded women's rights and
sought to improve working and living conditions.

Franklin

herself was associated with many political organizations and
charitable institutions, including the National Women's
Trade Union League and Jane Addams' Hull House.
Although the need for female suffrage and social reform
is an underlying theme in Franklin's Chicago novels, it is
not continuously emphasized.

Through her nonfiction

accounts in such publications as Life and Labor, Franklin
already had channels through which she could directly
campaign for her causes.

Thus, in her novels Franklin's

heartfelt political and social concerns could be tempered
with more pleasant daydreams, creating novels which are both
pleasurable and didactic.
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Nevertheless, female suffrage is mentioned early in The
Net of Circumstance.

A minor character Mrs. Dummer-Jones is

identified as being "advanced" because ''She had been one of
the first of the idle rich to approve of woman suffrage, and
was capable of appearing at a reception at a working girls'
home, or of an occasional excursion to the West Side to dine
with Jane Addams at Hull House" (5).

Consequently, The Net

of Circumstance evolves within a socially aware and
historically correct background.
Furthermore, in chapter IX of The Net of Circumstance,
Osborne Lewis is the speaker before the Progressives' Club,
an organization which really existed.

It is through his

friends at this club that he is able to associate with and
later marry Constance, the novel's protagonist.

Franklin

only consents to marriage for one of her characters because
the marital union upholds the principles of woman suffrage
and equality.

In her diaries, for example on Thursday, June

26, 1913, she does mention attending the Progressive Club;
her connections there did not, however, lead her to
marriage.

Again Franklin's novels are an amalgamation of

her experiences in Chicago and of her daydreams.
That suffrage and reform are only underlying themes in
Franklin's novels is probably not only because she wrote in
Life and Labor and had more direct means by which she could
espouse her beliefs, but also because Franklin was somewhat
pessimistic about the success of political and social
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protest.

Just as Sybyl in On Dearborn Street "was weary of

working to support unpopular causes" (218), according to
Verna Coleman, "Franklin, though a feminist through and
through, was cynical about the miracles expected from the
vote by American women, and a streak of pessimism underlay
her league mask of optimism as far as political action was
concerned" ( 14 3).
Franklin in her novels describes the status of women in
society early in the twentieth century; she likewise
comments upon the careers that were open to women.

The jobs

held by Sybylla, Constance, and Sybyl reflect Franklin's
actual and desired employments.

Beyond working for popular

causes, Franklin and her characters primarily occupy
themselves with household chores, teaching, department store
sales, stenography, and the fine arts.

Although employment

opportunities would expand after World War I and
particularly after World War II, when Franklin wrote The Net
of Circumstance and On Dearborn Street, few careers were
open to women.

Franklin realized that even if a woman was

able to pursue a career, it was still expected that she be
responsible for the completion of household chores.

Either

she, or if she were rich enough, other females in her
service, were bound to the domestic routine.
Back in Australia, both Franklin and her character
Sybylla were caught in the grind of servitude.

According to

Verna Coleman, after Franklin's family moved from
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Brindabella to Stillwater, ''The freedom-loving little girl
of the ranges had become a drudge on a cow cockie farm.
It was the life of many Australian bush children of
the day, but where most accepted their fate stoically, if
grumbling, Stella [Franklin] raged against the oppression of
this harsh and dreary state" (26).

Franklin transposes into

Sybylla her frustrations concerning the domestic servitude
of women.

Sybylla bemoans,
I had a heavy day's work before me, and, from my
exertions of the day before, was tired at the
beginning.
I had baked and cooked, scrubbed floors and
whitewashed hearths, scoured tinware and cutlery,
cleaned windows, swept yards, and discharged
numerous miscellaneous jobs, and half-past two in
the afternoon found me very dirty and very tired,
and with very much more yet to do.

(233)

During My Brilliant Career besides completing domestic
chores for her family, Sybylla boards with the M'Swat family
and engages in teaching their children.

Sybylla hates

working for the M'Swats, although as she explains,

"It was

not the teaching but the place in which I taught which was
doing the mischief"

(216).

The M'Swats live in border-line

poverty and have not raised their children to abide by the
rules of etiquette for genteel society to which Sybylla is
accustomed.

According to Coleman, "In February 1897 she
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[Franklin herself] was teaching her Franklin cousins
privately in Yass.

She found it very hard going"

(28)

However, Coleman also says, "The George Franklins of Oak
Vale, who had given her [Franklin] a job teaching their
children, thought themselves parodied and outrageously
insulted in the M'Swat portrayal as ignorant and slatternly
and could not forgive her" (35).
Regardless of whether Franklin's depiction of the
conditions Sybylla endured while she was teaching is
exaggerated, she still is realistic in portraying a girl
whose parents dictated the employment in which she must
engage and a girl who upon rejecting teaching was given no
choice other than to return to domestic servitude with her
family.

While Sybylla considers marriage, though she later

rejects the proposal of Harold Beecham, and she fantasizes
about a writing career, within the confines of My Brilliant
Career she does not escape from domestic drudgery.
However, just as Franklin was able to secure some
emancipation by coming to Chicago, Constance and Sybyl in
her American novels rise a little above being bound to
household responsibilities.

Like Franklin, initially

neither Constance nor Sybyl is living an affluent life on an
equal footing with men, but at least both have meaningful
visions of gradually rising on the career ladder, within the
constraints of the existing business world in Chicago.
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Like Franklin, Constance consciously considers
domesticity and the careers open to women.

Franklin is

careful to depict Constance as an ordinary woman, rather
than being any exception to the rule.

Franklin used her

novels to suggest the circumstances of most women, rather
than merely depicting elite exceptions.

In The Net of

Circumstance the narration reveals:
Constance was not set apart from her fellows.
There was nothing unnatural about her.
But Constance Roberts had a differing point
of view [concerning women and marriage/careers].

She did not wish to be immured in domesticity.
Domesticity was not forced upon all men as a
corollary of love and parenthood, regardless of
whether they might or might not be suited to it.
Life allowed them love and parenthood plus some
useful field of activity in a business, a
profession or an art.

She claimed the same right

from life.
She had undergone the fate of the domestic
slave, and it had become so hateful to her, that
the thought of almost any other way of earning her
living was less repellent.

(13-14)

Thus, with her American novels Franklin created
characters who shared her need to escape from servitude and
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be self-reliant.

There were relatively few employment

opportunities open to women in Chicago early in the
twentieth century, but Franklin and her characters
experimented with many of the available options.

According

to Coleman, "In Chicago Franklin obtained work in one of the
big department stores.

For an untrained girl, who was none

too keen on domestic labour and too finicky for factory
employment, this was the most likely way of earning a
living" (89).

Unfortunately, Franklin appears to have been

scarcely better satisfied with being a clerk than with
suffering domesticity.

In The Net of Circumstance Franklin

espouses,
Many another young girl has been

. lured

by the department store and has discovered to her
sorrow that it is a mighty semi-charitable
institution supported by that part of the public
which through ignorance gives a long day's work
for a third of a day's pay.

Many a girl has

graduated to the brothel by way of the department
store and its starvation wages.

(173)

Although stenography is probably no more mentally
challenging and scarcely more profitable than clerking,
Franklin and her characters in her American novels all turn
to it as a respectable means of financially supporting
themselves.

Coleman states,
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Her [Franklin's] naive vanity about the quick
recognition of her literary abilities in the US
having been shattered, it was essential that she
equip herself for .

. work.

Stella

[Franklin] must have taken one of the cheap night
courses in typewriting ($4-10 a term) in which
Chicago abounded, for she escaped from her initial
drudgery [in the department store] into office
work.

(91)

According to Bruce Sutherland, "Stella Franklin was now
[after two years in Chicago], a qualified stenographer, a
member of the Stenographers' Union" (444).
Likewise, in The Net of Circumstance Constance turns to
stenography:

"Her father had died leaving her without

relatives or means.

Accordingly, she borrowed a few

hundred dollars and took a course in book-keeping and
stenography" (18).

In On Dearborn Street Sybyl and her

friend Edna not only find employment as stenographers, but
also are able to establish their own stenography business.
Therefore, although by no means being rich, Sybyl and Edna
enjoy some degree of liberation in the male-dominated world
of Chicago during the first two decades of the twentieth
century.
While somewhat lucrative, the stenography business is
nevertheless a compromise, especially for Edna.

The reader

eventually discovers that "Miss Maguire [Edna] was a full
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fledged member of the Illinois bar, but in the present stage
of prejudice against women lawyers, found it more profitable
and comfortable to open business with Sybyl" (95).

Franklin

personally knew that women frequently were underpaid, and
that often women's talents were not adequately acknowledged.
Dianne Kirkby cites the "Report of Official Journal, Life
and Labor, to Fourth Biennial Convention, NWTUL, St. Louis,
Mo., 1913" as indicating that "by 1913 she [Franklin] had
been elevated to Associate Editor [of Life and Labor]
although she was still paid only for her secretarial work"
(348)

As a result of well-paid career opportunities for women
being limited, women had relatively little spending power,
and so, in turn, their choices for accommodations and eating
establishments were limited.

Through the course of her work

with popular causes, Franklin fraternized with the affluent
segment of society.

However, she could not reciprocate the

kindnesses extended to her by wealthier acquaintances; and
so like Constance and Sybyl, Franklin tended to distance
herself from the glamour she craved.

Franklin's emotional

response to being a working girl, but also being someone who
was circulating in higher society, is expressed through her
description of Constance in The Net of Circumstance:

"She

[Constance] always refused hospitality from those in more
comfortable circumstances, because in her nondescript
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boarding-house existence she had no way of returning it"
(48-49)

Constance lives in a Sarah-Anne Club, which Coleman
says "probably has a lot in common with Stella's
[Franklin's] loathed Eleanor Club" (152).

Franklin's

concern about the housing for working-class girls is
testified to by the great number of pages in The Net of
Circumstance
subject.

which she dedicates to exposition on this

She says, for example:
In the hope of finding the cheapest hostelry
compatible with respectability she [Constance]
turned to the Sarah-Anne clubs.
There were more than a dozen of these quasi
philanthropic institutions at the disposal of the
underpaid working girls of Chicago.

They were run

on the responsibility of a board of thirty-five
ladies of the class which enjoys luxury produced
by the exploitation of the class for which the
places were run.
The men attached to this board had advanced a
fund out of which a house was rented, and in some
instances purchased or built in a poor and not
infrequently a questionable district.
was a limit in wages.

There

No girl who earned more

than ten dollars a week was admitted, but
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Constance, like many others, resolved to state her
wage at this figure and chance discovery. (33)
Again, Franklin's fiction is largely autobiographical and
historically accurate.
Franklin's personal aversion to living in a boarding
house is indicated by comments scattered throughout her
diaries.

On Monday, March 28, 1910, she records, ''Worked at

home all day.

Dreadful piano banging over head."

This

complaint is transposed into The Net of Circumstance:
"Constance climbed the four flights of stairs to her room
and was desperate upon discovering that Mrs. Sandberg,
already through dinner, was industriously thumping away on a
phrase of four notes.

Constance's temples soon began to

throb wildly, but she brought will-power to bear upon her
lot" (239).

As a result of being a woman, Franklin, and her

character Constance, did not have the career opportunities
to be able to make sufficient money to escape from boarding
house life.
In On Dearborn Street housing for women is not
described.

Conversely, Franklin gives rather delightful

descriptions of The Caboodle, an establishment for men owned
and managed by the novel's narrator.

By Franklin's

juxtaposing positive circumstances for men in one novel with
less desirable circumstances for women in the other novel,
the reader of her fiction realizes the inequality between
the sexes found in Chicago early in the twentieth century.
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While not revealing Sybyl's accommodations in On
Dearborn Street, Franklin does describe how most working
class women eat:
I [Cavarley] had learned from Miss Maguire
that Sybyl usually dined at a cafeteria on Wabash
Avenue, so I prepared myself for the adventure of
eating there.

I had never been to the cafeterias,

but knew them to be patronised by people who could
not afford to eat the midday meal at first class
restaurants.

(23)

Interspersed with amusing descriptions of Cavarley taking
too much food, and ultimately being "covered with ice cream"
(25), is an accurate explanation of cafeteria dining.
Franklin explains that the customer employs self-service
from a buffet-line in order to avoid the costs inherent in
being waited upon.
Unfortunately, although Constance in The Net of
Circumstance "In an effort to overcome the perpetual
weariness which assailed her

. had been .

. taking

good meals" (33), presumably at a cafeteria, she is unable
to continue to afford such nutrition.

Instead she is forced

to eat at the boarding-house where she had to partake of her
meals using "half-washed cups and cutlery" (34).

The

slovenly conditions which Constance must endure are
reminiscent of the conditions Sybylla hated at the M'Swats
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in My Brilliant Career.

When Sybylla arrived at the

M'Swats,
She [Mrs. M'Swat] threw a crumpled and
disgustingly dirty cloth three-cornered ways on to
the dusty table and clapped thereon a couple of
dirty knives and forks, a pair of cracked plates,
two poley cups and chipped saucers.

Next came a

plate of salt meat, red with saltpetre, and
another of dark, dry, sodden bread.

(187-188)

Therefore, although some working class women eat well, many
have to suffer from a lack of hygiene and nutrition.
While Franklin concentrates on very realistic
depictions of the circumstances of women, particularly in
Chicago, as a result of their status in society, she
nevertheless slips a few of her fantasies into her novels.
Franklin yearned for success in the fine arts, particularly
in writing, singing, and acting, although she recognized
that mainstream society still frowned upon women
participating in such arenas on a professional basis.
Coleman states that Franklin "found release and joy in
music" (26).

In My Brilliant Career Sybylla reflects that

"To get away to myself, where I was sure no one could hear
me, and sing and sing till I made the echoes ring, was one
of the chief joys of my existence" (66-67).

Sybylla is

encouraged to sing to entertain guests in her grandmother's
home on a purely amateur basis.

However, when Mr. Everard
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Grey, a visitor, offers to pay for Sybylla to have lessons
in elocution and singing, her grandmother reacts furiously:
"'Go on the stage!

I would

A grand-daughter of mine!

rather see her struck dead at my feet this very hour'" (70)
Although they do not talk as much about writing as
singing and acting, both Franklin and her character Sybylla
also had artistic aspirations to be writers.

According to

Coleman, "Her [Franklin's] first published piece, a report
on the Thornford Public School picnic, was printed in the
Goulburn Evening Penny Post in 1896 when she was sixteen"
(26).

Franklin began writing My Brilliant Career when she

was eighteen and it was published when she was twenty-one.
My Brilliant Career is presented as being a "story about
myself [Sybylla]

11

(ix).

Mrs. Melvyn tells her daughter,

"'Sybylla, I've been studying the matter over a lot lately.
It's no use, we cannot afford to keep you at home.
have to get something to do'" (27).

You'll

Sybylla is disgusted by

her mother's suggestions that she cook or teach, and instead
gains "a fixed determination to write a book" (32).

In that

My Brilliant Career is published supposedly by Sybylla, as
the fictional "Introduction" maintains, her dreams to be a
writer are realized within the context of Franklin's work of
fiction.
Through Constance in The Net of Circumstance, Franklin
expresses even further fulfillment of her fine arts dreams.
The novel describes that prior to coming to Chicago, "Music
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was a passion with her [Constance] and she had always been
in demand as an amateur singer and accompanist.

She could

draw with some facility and found a great pleasure in
literature, but never had enjoyed an environment which would
have led her to discover if she had special talent in any
direction" (18).

When Constance first arrived in the city,

however, she had to work so hard in an office, that "the
dream of artistic effort had been subtracted from the daily
routine and she found that she was merely a machine for
earning food, shelter, and clothes of a cheap quality" (19)
However, eventually Constance finds a new lease on life when
Osborne Lewis publicly acknowledges her as the co-author of
his acclaimed play (chapter XLV) and when they anticipate
the success of future projects (chapter XLVI).
Unfortunately, Constance's successes remained largely
unrealized daydreams for Franklin.

Certainly My Brilliant

Career and some of her later Australian novels sold well,
but The Net of Circumstance, although published while
Franklin was in Chicago, according to Jill Roe, "had no
sales (at least her Mills & Boon royalty statement for 1918
records no sales)" ("Significant Silence" 57).
Street was only published posthumously in 1981.

On Dearborn
Therefore,

while Franklin published some articles and short stories, at
the time her literary dreams in Chicago were unrealized.
Likewise, although Franklin had come to America with hopes
of becoming a successful singer, according to Marjorie
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Barnard, Franklin discovered upon her arrival in Chicago
"that her talent had been ruined by bad teaching and that
the damage could not be undone" (62).
That Franklin, like many women, maintained her
daydreams concerning success in the fine arts, despite
discouragement, is indicated in that she perpetuated the
successful character of Constance.

In The Net of

Circumstance, after Constance wins recognition in theatrical
circles, she marries Osborne Lewis, her co-author.

In

Franklin's next novel, On Dearborn Street, Mr. and Mrs.
Osborne Lewis are heralded as being "the well-known writers"
(122).

In this novel, although professional artistic

expression is not presented directly, Sybyl is admired
because, as she explains, "'I don't take ordinary
dictation'" but rather "'I write specialty letters and other
things'" (14) .
It was important that Franklin boost herself with
daydreams of extra capabilities and recognition, because she
not only suffered from living in a male-dominated society
which sought to control women's physical appearances,
political influence, and careers, but also during her later
years in Chicago, Franklin endured the ramifications of
World War I.

Franklin completed writing The Net of

Circumstance before the threat of war was evident, but as
Coleman points out, the war had to have been one of the
factors that adversely effected the publication and sales of
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the novel (159).

Franklin's publishing contract was with

Angus and Robertson in London.

The public in England felt

directly threatened by the war and demanded that business
and industry focus production on supplies to support the
troops and bolster the domestic economy, rather than on
production of luxury items such as novels.

Nevertheless,

although World War I affected only the marketing and not the
content of The Net of Circumstance, the impact of World
War I is directly apparent in the plot of On Dearborn
Street.
Franklin, herself, like most women in America, acutely
felt apprehension about World War I.
20, 1914, she wrote in her diary:

On Friday, November

"V. depressed.

as if I couldn't live on acct. of war."

Feeling

Likewise, the war

becomes the focus of many of Franklin's letters.

For

example, on January 5, 1915, Franklin wrote from Dearborn
Street to a friend in New York:

"This war has spoiled life

for me and anything as a move toward creating peace I think
we should cultivate" (Roe, Congenials 89).
In On Dearborn Street Franklin shows various reactions
to the war through several of her characters.

Sybyl's

business partner Edna reacts pragmatically; she is
"untouched by militaristic hysteria, though anxious about
the dull business season which threatened''

(113).

Sybyl, in

what might be seen as a stereotypically masculine response,
makes plans to go to the front with the Ambulance Corps
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( 114) .

Cavarley, who plans to accompany Sybyl, more

directly reflects Franklin's personal oppression by the war.
As the narrator, Cavarley develops a collage of
dramatic metaphors and images concerning the war.

These

serve to describe the circumstances of the female as well as
the male characters.

Cavarley relates,

So we meandered through the days .

. and

came to the last week of July 1914, when into the
regular routine

crashed the appalling news

that Europe had gone mad over night and was at
war.
One pack of pampered hell hounds, maddened by
the delusion that it was menaced by all the other
packs .

. had almost annihilated a nation before

the other dogs of war could be whipped into
readiness.

The rabies was spreading like a

prairie fire till it seemed that no packs of any
magnitude were to be left uninfected.

(110-111)

Cavarley is emphasizing that individuals felt incapable of
controlling the enormity of the war.
In reaction to feeling helpless, people sought to find
tangible ways in which they could contribute to the allied
war campaign.

Thus, in On Dearborn Street Sybyl, Cavarley,

and others plan to serve with the Ambulance Corps.

However,

after Bobby, Cavarley's friend who becomes one of Sybyl's
suitors, dies,

"we had let drop our plan of going to France"
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(155).

Here is one of the few examples where the reality of

Franklin's life later exceeds the daydreams of her
characters.

While in the novel plans of serving at the

European war front never come into fruition, Coleman
chronicles that "On 8 June, 1917, Stella Franklin, ex-labour
leader, still pacifist trade unionist and writer, was
accepted for service in Macedonia with the Serbs as a cook
with the America unit of the Scottish Women's Hospitals"
(182).

Barnard explains that although Franklin may have

been restless in Chicago for some time, the war was what
finally forced her to leave America and head in the
direction of the front.

Barnard notes that as a result of

the war:
Suddenly she [Franklin] was a foreigner in
America.

She had never taken out American

citizenship.
up Australia.

It was impossible to think of giving
Now she discovered that if she

wanted to stay on in the States in war-time she
must become naturalized.

She said no to that.

( 7 0)

Thus, societal pressures against Franklin in the face
of war ended her residency in America, and left just two
novels by Franklin, The Net of Circumstance and On Dearborn
Street, to testify to the circumstances which affected the
author herself, and women in general, in the Lake Michigan
area of the United States in the first two decades of the
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twentieth century.

Franklin saw herself and her female

protagonists as being victims of societal pressures.
Consideration of Sybylla (My Brilliant Career) provides
insight into who Franklin was when she arrived in America,
and then Constance (The Net of Circumstance) and Sybyl (On
Dearborn Street) reflect the societal circumstances
specifically found in Chicago.

III.

The Mental and Physical Health of Women

Societal pressures compounded personal concerns and
contributed to mental and physical health problems for both
Franklin and her protagonists.

In her diaries and through

the characters in her novels, Franklin expresses feeling a
sense of failure, sometimes even to the extent that suicide
Franklin understood what was then an

is contemplated.

advanced concept and showed through her characters:

that

physical illness can be the result of mental stress.
Furthermore, inherent in the mental health of Franklin and
her protagonists is a tendency towards being secretive.
Despite numerous personal and professional
accomplishments, Franklin was tormented by a sense of
failure.

Her low self-esteem and depression are documented

in her diaries.

There are very few uplifting remarks to

balance her incessant negative comments.

For example,

during the week of May 16, 1909, Franklin makes no positive
comments; instead on Sunday Franklin wrote, "Depressed and
miserable"; on Monday, "Depressed"; on Tuesday, "Unhappy";
on Wednesday, "Damnably unhappy"; on Thursday, "Dreary and
miserable"; on Friday, "Miserable beyond words"; and on
Saturday, "Miserable, Miserable!"

Occasionally Franklin

elaborates upon her pessimistic comments and provides
explanations for why she is upset.
Franklin recorded:

On New Year's Eve, 1913,

31
Looking back over the year I cannot recall
one thing of usefulness or worth that I have
accomplished for others nor one of pleasure or
satisfaction for myself.

The futility of my

existence, my weakness in effort--my failure in
accomplishment fills me with a [?] melancholy that
grows more impenetrable.

I will fight against it

once more by hard work and if in two [yrs ?] the
results are no better than in the past I shall die
of my own volition.
These extremely strong comments directly contradict entries
Franklin made in her diary earlier in the same year.

For

example, Franklin expressed personal pleasure and
satisfaction when in October, 1913, W. B. Lloyd began to
teach her to dance.

Nevertheless, Franklin does not appear

to be prone to overstatement in her diaries, which after all
she would not have anticipated would be later read by anyone
else, so it is evident that on New Year's Eve Franklin was
depressed to the extent that she was contemplating suicide.
Evidently Franklin suppressed positive memories and so
deflated her perceptions of her self-worth.
Likewise, although Franklin's female characters are
strong and competent, they frequently express feelings of
inadequacy.

Sybylla in My Brilliant Career is tempted to

marry Harold Beecham, but is adamant:

"'I am not good

enough to be your wife, Hal, or that of any man'" (244)

32
Sybylla is unable to reconcile herself to marriage, and so
will indefinitely continue in her life of drudgery.
In The Net of Circumstance, Constance struggles with a
lack of a sense of self-worth:

"The sense that life for her

[Constance] could never be anything more than existence,
rose about her soul like the chilling vapours from the North
Sea"

(9).

Part of Constance's depression, like Sybylla's,

occurs because she worries,

"As she was a failure she could

not expect any man to find her worthy" (13).

Sybyl in On

Dearborn Street also offers flaws in her mental health as
being due cause not to get married:
now.

She was too unhappy.

"She could never marry

Marriage was for the happy.

It

would be incogitable to marry a man and make him miserable"
(208).

Marriage was generally perceived as being an

important goal for women.

Therefore, that a feeling of

inferiority could be a barrier to marriage, is a major
concern.
That some of Franklin's female characters express
concerns that they are not worthy of marriage is, however,
only representative of her wider concern that at least in
the existing society at the beginning of the twentieth
century, it was nearly impossible for a woman completely to
understand and express her emotions and aspirations.
Through Constance, Franklin muses:
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I don't think there is any woman who has found
herself sufficiently to speak the truth--unless it
might be Olive Schreiner, and she is inspired.
The truth has not had time to grow in us so soon.
We have only got as far as feeling the thirst for
it.

We may think we are truthful, may be by

comparison, some of us do our best, but it will
take some generations more to fling off the harem
veils that have smothered our minds, and express
ourselves with the naive self-confidence of our
brothers.

I may be just a morbid woman

labouring under a delusion that I can find
congeniality only with a few writers not yet read
by the masses, or I may be honestly ahead of my
sisters in mental and moral understanding.

(122)

Like Constance, Franklin was ahead of many other woman in
her thinking, as has already been evidenced by her publicly
expressed views on such causes as suffrage and social
reform, but also notable is Franklin's advanced thinking
with regard to the link between mental and physical health.
Unobtrusive diary entries indicate that Franklin
realized that mental anxiety could produce physical
symptoms.
headache."
wrote,

On Sunday, May 18, 1913, Franklin wrote, "Nervous
Likewise, on Tuesday, October 21, 1913, Franklin

"Was sick nervous all night."

Conversely, Franklin

also knew that physical ailments could lead to mental
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anxiety.

Franklin spent several weeks in bed after she

contracted the measles.

On Tuesday, January 2, 1912,

Franklin complained, "Feeling terribly cross and out of
sorts."

Consequently, Franklin recognizes that mental

illness can produce physical symptoms, and physical illness
can have psychological ramifications, as is apparent in her
fiction.
In My Brilliant Career Sybylla hates being a tutor to
the M'Swats' children.

From the outset she hates being

forced to leave her "pleasant life at Caddagat" (180).
Sybylla narrates that, on her first night with the M'Swats,
"Upon being left alone I barred my door and threw myself on
the bed to cry--weep wild hot tears that scalded my cheeks,
and sobs that shook my whole frame and gave me a violent
pain in the head" (189).

Sybylla abhors the family's

poverty and the children's misbehavior.

Sybylla admits that

after several months
I could bear it [living at the M'Swats] no longer.
One evening I got a lot of letters from my
little brothers and sisters at home.
my head upon them to rest a little.

I laid
The

next thing I knew was that Mrs M'Swat was shaking
me vigorously.
I did not know what ailed me, but learnt
subsequently that I laughed and cried very much,
and pleaded hard with grannie and some Harold to
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save me, and kept reiterating, "I cannot bear it,
I cannot bear it," and altogether behaved so
strangely that Mr M'Swat became so alarmed that he
sent seventeen miles for the nearest doctor.

He

came the next morning, felt my pulse, asked a few
questions, and stated that I was suffering from
nervous prostration.

(220)

Franklin shows not only that mental stress made Sybylla
physically ill, but also that relief from stress can produce
good physical health.

After her delirium Sybylla is told

that she may go home to live.

She explains,

Now it was settled that I had no more to
teach the dirty children, out of dirty books,
lessons for which they had great disinclination,
and no more to direct Lizer's greasy fingers over
the yellow keys of that demented piano in a vain
endeavor to teach her 'choones,'

it seemed

as though I had a mountain lifted off me, and I
revived magically, got out of bed and packed my
things.

(221)

Consequently, even as early as when she was writing MY
Brilliant Career, Franklin recognized the link between
mental and physical health.
The intertwining of mental and physical health is also
apparent in the novels which Franklin wrote in Chicago.
Sybyl in On Dearborn Street suffers depression, especially
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at the end of the novel, is treated by the same Dr. Devereux
as who is one of Constance's doctors in The Net of
Circumstance, and is instructed to go on a cruise in order
to escape stress and be able to get well.

On Dearborn

Street, however, is narrated by the male protagonist, and so
Sybyl's medical consultations and treatments are not
detailed to the extent that Constance's are in The Net of
Circumstance.

Consequently, The Net of Circumstance is the

better of the two Chicago novels for providing insight into
the interdependency of mental and physical health in women
early in the twentieth century.
Throughout The Net of Circumstance Constance expresses
pessimism.

Extreme depression, however, develops during

chapter XXXIII:

"Constance found it [the winter weather]

telling on her nerves unaccountably and she came home on
another Saturday night shivering in mind and body, and
feeling that she had reached the limit of her endurance in
every direction" (238).

Constance goes to bed half

undressed and with the window open.

She is discovered by

the night clerk, who calls the nurse, and ''it was decided to
call Dr. Bellairs in the morning" (243).
Constance is hospitalized and is placed under the care
of the female Dr. Georgia Bellairs.

This doctor consults

with Dr. Duff Devereux, a male doctor whom Constance had
visited earlier.

Dr. Devereux diagnoses Constance's illness

as being "an example of break-down, not from physical
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overwork, but a final psychic rebellion against years of
mental uncongeniality--slow starvation of every finer
emotional instinct and sensibility'' (244).
Constance remains in the hospital for months.
Significantly Franklin was in Resthaven Sanitarium for an
extended stay, when, according to her diary entry for
January 22, 1912, she ''Finished first draft of Net of
Circumstance."

Although this time her hospitalization was

for the measles, rather than due to mental exhaustion, being
in a medical facility must have been a powerful reminder to
Franklin of her earlier hospitalization, which was for
psychological reasons.

In a letter to Kate Baker in

Melbourne, which Franklin sent from Chicago, dated September
23, 1915, Franklin said:

"I hope you have recovered from

your nervous breakdown.

I was put to bed for that reason

three solid months the first year I was over here [in the
United States] and have never been strong at all" (Roe,
Congenials 96)
Consequently, as Franklin rested in the sanitarium, she
instilled in Constance many of her own hospitalization
experiences.

In her weakened state, Constance is slow to

recover from pneumonia and other physical ailments.
Psychological concerns continue to retard her progress.
Constance anxiously awaits·attention from her boyfriend Tony
Hastings, unaware that his mother has deceived him into
believing that his girlfriend is dead.

Thus, Constance is
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devastated when she reads in a newspaper that Tony is
engaged to be married:
The poignant humiliation wrung the blood from
her fluttering heart and left her inert and cold.
She sank in a wild ocean of pain.
rolled over her.

Wave after wave

Like a swimmer dealt a death

blow she could not crest them.
"I think I'm dying at last, thank God,
murmured Constance.

11

(256)

As a result of her mental anguish, Constance's physical
condition deteriorates rapidly.

Constance complains to Dr.

Devereux that there is no reason to get well when all that
being healthy will entail is returning to the drudgery of
the boarding-house and underpaid work:
let me die.

"'Ah, please, please

I simply can't bear the thought of life again'"

(269)

Constance shows only marginal improvement until Osborne
Lewis finds her, is permitted to visit her, and begins
courting her.

Again, the intertwining of mental and

physical health is affirmed.

The narrator explains,

Dr. Devereux was an ardent believer in the
medicinal qualities of that which the world,
lacking a more definite term, has generally
designated love.

To insufficiency in this

department of existence he attributed much of the
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prevailing unhappiness with its corollary of ill
health.

(286)

Dr. Devereux's prescription for love eventually successfully
revives Constance to health.
That a relationship with the opposite sex can revive a
woman is evident in Franklin's own life.

Although in her

diary entry of December 31, 1913, Franklin contemplates
suicide, by July of the following year Franklin's
incessantly pessimistic diary entries are interrupted by a
series of joyful comments pertaining to her activities with
Fred Pischel.

Franklin's frequent contact with Fred is

short-lived, however, and in her diaries Franklin soon
reverts to her usual pattern of complaining of mental
stress, citing her physical ailments, and discussing the
treatments she seeks from numerous doctors.

According to

Sutherland, by 1912, Franklin's illness "was beginning to
verge on hypochondria"

(451).

Judging by the tremendous number of diary entries which
voice complaints concerning ailments, Franklin either was an
extremely ill woman, or in her own mind she exaggerated her
symptoms.

That Franklin had a tendency involuntarily to

accentuate her physical ailments in her imagination is
indicative of her inclination consciously to form fanciful
creations in her mind.

Thus, Franklin's vivid imagination

not only explains her hypochondriac tendencies, but also
reflects her general inclination towards theatrics and
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secrecy.

One can derive enjoyment and exert some control

over other people by role-playing and withholding
information, traits Franklin herself exhibited and ones she
often gave her female characters.
Franklin herself was frequently secretive.

Marjorie

Barnard suggests that Franklin was secretive in part because
she was vulnerable, but also because she loved to play mind
games with people.

Barnard cites several examples of

Franklin's playful deceptions:
Miles showed a tendency to mystification.
submitted a novel for a competition.

She

When the

accompanying sealed envelope was opened it
contained no name or address, only the words
"Christopher Columbus."
sheeted home to her.

Authorship had to be

If you telephoned her she

usually pretended to be someone else and went off
(3)

to "fetch Miss Franklin."

Franklin instills in Sybylla her own delight with
playacting and deception.

When Sybylla and Harold meet in

My Brilliant Career, he mistakenly assumes that Sybylla is a
servant-girl.

Sybylla allows his misperception to continue

until they are formally introduced:
I [Sybylla] looked up at him and laughed merrily.
The fun was all on my side.
man--rich and important.

He was a great big

I was a chit--an

insignificant nonentity--yet, despite his sex,
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size, and importance, I was complete master of
that situation, and knew it:

thus I laughed.

(86)

While Sybylla is only briefly deceptive, Sybyl in On
Dearborn Street maintains a level of secrecy throughout the
novel.

Sybyl permits only brief glimpses into her past, and

will not even reveal her national origin, although, due to
her accent, Cavarley guesses:

"She must have grown up in

Canada, though sometimes, owing to her contempt for our
climate,

I thought it more likely to have been South Africa

or Australasia" (35).

In that all of the countries from

which Sybyl is suspected to have come are allies of the
United States, there would seem to be no reason, other than
secrecy for the sake of secrecy, for Sybyl to remain closemouthed.

Franklin probably tormented some of her American

acquaintances and left them guessing with regard to her own
country of origin.

While in America, Franklin did want her

writing to be perceived as being American.

After all, in

The Net of Circumstance, Franklin is eager to depict "the
typically American girl" (2)

However, Franklin still is

anxious to maintain secrecy, although for the reader it is
frustrating that several of the mysteries in Franklin's
novels, including the question of Sybyl's origin, are never
resolved.
The only clues to Sybyl's background are given late in
the novel.

Miss Maguire tells the narrator, "'She was

raised in some far away place with lots of men'" (140).
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Certainly Franklin herself grew up far away.

Barnard notes

that in Australia Franklin was "Station-reared in a male
world" (36).

Franklin identified with riding horses beside

her father and the stock hands.

Franklin not only surrounds

Sybyl with implications of stereotypical masculine strength
and capabilities, but she also instills in Sybyl the aloof
air of aristocracy.

When Sybyl finally agrees to get

married, she wants her engagement to be announced by
unexpected visitors, Lord and Lady Twiddle.

For the most

part Sybyl is assertively independent, but she, like
Franklin herself, does treasure being mysteriously
associated with aristocracy.

According to Roderick, "Until

she was old, and it no longer mattered, Miles [Franklin]
clung to the desire to convey the impression of belonging to
a eucalyptic patricate of purest Castilian" (68).

Sybyl's

connection with the Twiddles is never directly explained,
because as Sybyl states, "'No one knows who or what I am or
where I come from.
all be gone'" (201)

If I told you, my mysteriousness would
However, it may be assumed that

Sybyl's parents were of the English gentry.

Possibly her

father was a younger son in an aristocratic family, so
although titled, could not inherit land.

He left his family

and all of his relatives, including the Twiddles, in order
to receive a generous land-grant which was still obtainable
in the vast Australian colonies.
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A craving for secrecy is apparent in most of Franklin's
characters.

Even though Constance is supposedly engaged to

Tony Hastings,
she had refused to give him her address and had a
neat little plan of keeping him in check.
down by the morning train.

He came

Constance met

him at the depot and they went to a concert
together.

Sometimes she let him take her to

supper, but usually she firmly dismissed him as
they came upon the street.

(190)

Although Tony eventually discovers Constance's boarding
house, she had preferred to keep him away:
She had never allowed him to call on her at the
home for various reasons.

The reception rooms

were always so full of young women forced to do
their love-making in public .

. and she was

abnormally sensitive about the slight difference
in her age and Tony's.

In addition, he was such a

handsome and exquisitely groomed creature that he
would excite more than usual comment and notice,
and she did not want to run the gauntlet of gossip
likely to ensue upon his calls.

(227-228)

Therefore, amongst other personal matters, Constance had
sought to keep her address a secret.
Franklin's obsession with maintaining secrecy is best
exemplified in her obsessive use of pseudonyms.

Although
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Franklin usually signed her correspondence as ''Stella" or
''Stella Miles Franklin," most of her fiction was written
under the derivative ''Miles Franklin."

According to

Roderick, "Stella might have imagined that 'Miles' would
conceal her sex" (79).

Often Franklin sought to maintain

secrecy not only about her sex, a deception which was fairly
common at the time, but also about her whole identity.

In

fact, Valerie Kent cites Franklin as having used at least
eighteen different pennames (44).

Franklin often maintained

secrecy about her pseudonyms, and in many cases her
authorship of novels, plays, and short stories was not
established until after her death.
Although My Brilliant Career was published under the
name Miles Franklin and On Dearborn Street was published
posthumously, The Net of Circumstance was published under Mr
and Mrs Ogniblat l'Artsau.

Colemen explains,

This was not just one of those fancy names,
popular with romantic writers of the day, such as
Mrs G. de Horne Vaizey, Mrs Champion de Crespigny
or Marmaduke Pickstall.

It was a meaningful

choice, for if you turn this remarkable name
about, with a slight juggle of the surname, it
becomes Talbingo, Austral(ia).

It probably amused

her immensely that nobody would have the slightest
notion of the name's significance, as a symbol of
home, a little salve for her sickness.

What the
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"Mr and Mrs" indicates, except doubling the
deception and further confusing the trail, is
mystifying.

The pseudonym might have betokened a

desire on her part for the married state.

On the

other hand it could have symbolised her
independence and self sufficiency.

Or possibly it

was just a gimmick to catch the attention of the
book-buying public.

(151)

While Coleman suggests why Franklin used the specific
pseudonym "Mr and Mrs Ogniblat l'Artsau," in her article,
"The Significant Silence:

Miles Franklin's Middle Years,"

Roe speculates why Franklin used pennames at all:

"Very

likely, Miles Franklin went in fear of ridicule, patronage,
or most denuding of all, pity" (57).

Anna Rutherford

states, "This secrecy [concerning authorship] was no doubt
due partly to fear of exposing her own raw feeling but also
because of the failure of her authorship" (253).

Most

likely Franklin used pseudonyms for a variety of reasons.
Certainly she was insecure about the reception of her
writing, but also as attested to by her dramatics in
answering the phone, Franklin just enjoyed participating in
a good game.
Consequently, through her novels Franklin reveals the
complex interactions between the minds and bodies of women.
With Sybylla, Constance, and Sybyl, Franklin shows women who
question their self-worth within the confines of their early
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twentieth-century society, as she seems to have done.

The

female protagonists often derive a sense of self
preservation as a result of being secretive.

Ultimately,

the mental and physical health of women impacts upon their
relationships with other people.

IV.

Women's Relationships

The spectrum of relationships enjoyed by women in
general and Franklin personally is exemplified by a variety
of characters in her novels.

My Brilliant Career, written

while Franklin was living in Australia with her family,
gives insight into family relationships.

The Net of

Circumstance and On Dearborn Street depict the main female
characters as being void of family contact.

Likewise the

author was overseas and so away from her family when she
wrote her Chicago novels.

All three novels focus on

relationships between women and men, rather than emphasizing
friendships between females.

In My Brilliant Career, while

Franklin does not rule out that some day Sybylla may find an
acceptable spouse, her protagonist remains steadfast in
favoring independence over marriage.

In her American

novels, however, while still presenting concerns about
relationships between males and females, Franklin reconciles
romance and friendship and finds suitable husbands for
Constance and Sybyl.
Family relationships are central to My Brilliant
Career.

When Sybylla is a child, the decisions for her to

leave the mountains with her family, live with her
grandmother, teach with the M'Swats, and return to her
family are made by her father, mother, and grandmother.
Although, according to Coleman, Franklin used "exaggeration,
transposition and simple imagination"

(35) when writing her
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own childhood experiences into My Brilliant Career,
nevertheless Franklin's personal experiences parallel those
of her character Sybylla.

For Franklin the decisions for

her to leave the mountains with her family, live with her
grandmother, and teach her cousins in Yass, were made by her
father, mother, and grandmother.

Sybylla feels intimately

bonded to her family, but at the end of the novel, at
nineteen years of age when she aspires to have literary and
musical success, Sybylla realizes:
beyond my mother's understanding"

"That part of me went
(249).

Franklin, through

Sybylla, expresses the need to escape from the confines of
her family.
Certainly, Franklin was an excellent correspondent and
maintained contact with her family, but by travelling to the
United States she had the opportunity to develop
relationships over which she had some control and about
which she had some choice.

Constance in The Net of

Circumstance and Sybyl in On Dearborn Street, like Franklin,
do not have family in Chicago.
she was thirteen.

Constance's mother died when

She had two younger brothers, but

Within a few years one of the boys died and the
other went to sea and drifted out of ken.
In the course of more time her father had
died leaving her without relatives.

(18)
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Mention of a lost brother is indicative of Franklin's love
of mystery, yet the sibling does not materialize within the
course of the novel, nor is he even mentioned again.
In On Dearborn Street, except for the mysterious
Twiddles at the end of the novel, there are few clues about
Sybyl's family or origins.

Sybyl's friend and business

partner Edna Maguire merely notes that Sybyl "had no home
life and no one to take care of her" (22).

Notably, while

Sybyl does not have any blood relatives, she does desire to
create a home life and a family of her own choice.

To her

fiance's disdain, rather than building a house, Sybyl wants
to live at The Caboodle, the boarding-house which her fiance
owns and manages:

'''No little nest--horrid little cage for

me, isolated and immured!
bachelors!'" (193).

I'm going to live in the house of

In her American novels, rather than

focusing on blood relationships, Franklin is depicting
relationships in which individuals have the freedom of
choice as to whether or not they want to associate with one
another.
When Franklin examines the relationships in which
individuals have chosen to be involved, her focus is on
relationships between women and men.

Nevertheless, Franklin

does depict friendships between females.

In My Brilliant

Career Sybylla's female friends are all family members.
Sybylla values the comfort and counsel of her Aunt Helen,
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who Coleman suggests may have been modelled after Franklin's
Aunt Helena Lampe (35).

According to Sybylla,

There was something beautifully sincere and
real about Aunt Helen.

She never fussed over any

one or pretended to sympathize just to make out
how nice she was.

She was real, and you felt that

no matter what wild or awful rubbish you talked to
her it would never be retailed for any one's
amusement--and, better than all, she never
lectured.

(52)

Sybylla also loves her devoted little sister Gertie, just as
Franklin loved Linda, her own younger sister.

According to

Coleman, "Linda saw herself in gentle Gertie, pretty, soft
hearted but a butterfly of life" (35).

As teenagers, while

Sybylla and Franklin herself are friends with family
members, they have not yet established bonds with females
not within their family circles or closer to them in age and
experience.
Likewise in The Net of Circumstance, Constance does not
have a close female confidant.

Constance enjoys talking to

various women, but they are all either married or wish they
were married, and so do not have a lot in common with
fiercely independent Constance.

Of all the females with

whom Constance interacts, she is probably closest to
Adelaide.

This character, however, lacks Constance's

ambition:

"Only in marriage and domesticity could she
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[Adelaide] have found life fullest, for she had no unusual
gifts beyond her passion for children" (26).
while Constance has a "maternal craving''

Conversely,

(12), she first and

foremost comes to Chicago to pursue a career in order "to
find an invigorating change of life and mind" (18).
In her diaries from the period during which she was
writing The Net of Circumstance, Franklin mentions numerous
females on professional and personal bases, but the entries
concerning women are very matter-of-fact and generally are
not accompanied by the emotional reactions which are
sometimes recorded concerning men.

By the time that On

Dearborn Street was written, however, Franklin apparently
had developed a comfortable friendship with a woman called
Ethel Mason, because Coleman notes that Ethel Mason was "her
closest friend at that time [1913]" (148).

It is

interesting to note that Edna Maguire, the friend and
business partner of Sybyl in On Dearborn Street, has the
same initials as Franklin's best friend Ethel Mason.

Edna

is a good friend to Sybyl not so much for what she directly
does to help Sybyl, but more because she makes suggestions
to Cavarley as to how to treat Sybyl.

For example, it is

she who devises the successful idea to "'Teach her [Sybyl]
to dance'" (143).
It is the type of friendship that Sybyl and Edna
experience that Franklin wished could be enjoyed by women
with men.

I_

In My Brilliant Career Sybylla bemoans, "Why did
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not social arrangements allow a man and a maid to be chums-
chums as two men or two maids may be to each other, enjoying
each other without thought beyond pure platonic friendship?
But no; it could not be.

I understood the conceit of men"

Franklin realized that in early twentieth-century

( 76)

society, the expectation was for any female and male who
were close to get married.

Franklin shied away from

marriage and so gravitated toward men who were already
Coleman notes that during Franklin's first six

married.

years in America, she had established no friendships with
males "except with married men--Arnold Dresden, Raymond
Married men were unlikely to

Robins, and W.B. Lloyd" (133).

pressure Franklin concerning marriage.
Franklin was generally opposed to marriage because she
observed that marriage exploited women and restricted their
opportunities to make choices.
position:

Barnard clarifies Franklin's

"Miles did not hate men.

Her books make that

clear.

She did find it degrading to be a woman in a man's

world.

That love and marriage should put chains on a woman

she found revolting" (154).

For example, in My Brilliant

Career Sybylla is disgusted by the suggestion that she could
marry Peter M'Swat, junior:

11

I

[Sybylla] respected him

[Peter] right enough in his place, as I trusted he respected
me in mine, but though fate thought fit for the present to
place us in the one groove, yet our lives were unmixable
commodities as oil and water" (215).

Sybylla realizes that
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if she were to marry Peter, she would receive food, shelter,
and rudimentary companionship, yet by being restricted to an
impoverished farm, she would never have the opportunity to
travel and develop her literary and musical talents.
In order to cope with the marriage proposals she hates,
Sybylla seeks to assert control, even if it is at the
expense of her suitor's feelings.

Rather than politely

declining the proposal of Everard Grey, a would-be-husband,
Sybylla laughs uncontrollably.

When the gentleman asks,

"'Have I not as much right to propose as any other man?'"
(77), Sybylla taunts him:
absurdity arises.

"'Man!

That's where the

My child, if you were a man, certainly

you could propose, but do you think I'd look at a boy, a
child!'" (77).

Even though Grey has obviously annoyed

Sybylla, the only explanation for her ill-mannered response
is that she is craving the control over his emotions that
she can derive from putting him down.
Sybylla not only does not consent to marry Peter M'Swat
and Everard Grey, men in whom she has no interest, but she
also refuses to marry Harold Beecham, "my first, my last, my
only real sweetheart" (83).

In My Brilliant Career Franklin

expressed what for her was a reality; she would not marry
Alex McDonald from Uriarra Station, or anyone else that
Coleman (36) and other biographers have suggested that
Harold Beecham may represent.
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Although Sybylla does not marry Harold, she is tempted
by his proposal, as Franklin was undoubtedly enticed at
times by the advances of her suitors.

Sybylla is captivated

both by the emotional security that Harold would offer and
When Harold proposes to Sybylla

by his physical nearness.

for the last time in My Brilliant Career, his presence is
enough momentarily to decide Sybylla in favor of marriage:
His hot breath was upon my cheek.

The

pleasant, open, manly countenance was very near-
perilously near.

The intoxication of his love was

overpowering me.

I had no hesitation about

trusting him.
. He was drawing me to him; he was
irresistible.

Yes; I would be his wife.

(245)

A moment later, however, Sybylla remembers, as already
discussed concerning her mental health, that she believes
she would not be good for Harold:

"There was another to

think of than myself, and that was Harold

; to this

man I would be as a two-edged sword in the hand of a
novice--gashing his fingers at every turn, and eventually
stabbing his honest heart" (245).
Sybylla also declines to marry Harold because she
resolves to maintain control of her own life as much as fate
will allow.

In My Brilliant Career, despite moments of

weakness, some flirtatious behavior, and the glimmer of hope
that some day she will find a suitable partner, within the
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novel Sybylla remains single because she realizes:

"He

[Harold] offered me everything but control" (245).

Sybylla

obviously perceives that she has to make an absolute choice
between becoming Harold's wife and the mistress of Five Bob
Downs or becoming a writer and musician who travels around
the world.

It would appear that when Franklin wrote MY

Brilliant Career as an inexperienced teenager early in the
twentieth century, she had not yet contemplated that with
the right husband it would be possible to balance a marriage
and a career.
At the end of My Brilliant Career after Sybylla
adamantly instructs Harold, "Never mention marriage to me
again" (246), he is reported as having "taken an idea to
rush away to America, and [he] is not coming home till he
has gone over the world" (251)

Although Harold is doing

the opposite of what anyone expected of him, but exactly
what Sybylla fantasized about doing, within the scope of the
novel Sybylla does not contemplate joining him.

Franklin

waits for The Net of Circumstance and On Dearborn Street to
create relationships between women and men in which her
female protagonists do what Franklin was never able to do
personally:

find a man with whom there is the potential

successfully to balance marriage and a career.
Although Constance in The Net of Circumstance and Sybyl
in On Dearborn Street eventually develop meaningful
friendships with suitable husbands, they first engage in
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relationships reminiscent of those depicted in My Brilliant
Career.

The men with whom Constance and Sybyl have

relationships all can be identified as being similar to
individuals whom Franklin herself dated.
There is ample evidence in her letters and diaries that
in Chicago Franklin was good friends with the affluent Lloyd
family.

For example, on August 2, 1913, Franklin sent a

postcard home to her mother in Australia:
I often have dinner here with my friends the
Lloyds.

Mr Lloyd is great on automobiling.

at present yachting on Perfect Sound.

He is

I have just

been out to stay two days with Mrs Lloyd as I had
to go to bed for a while, but I am fine again now.
Nice warm weather but it will soon be over.

(Roe,

Congenials 81)
Franklin frequently went out with either W. B. Lloyd or
Demarest Lloyd, who were brothers.
According to Sutherland, "Demarest was younger, more
annoying and more exciting" (452).

Coleman describes

Demarest as being "handsome, wealthy, unattached and full of
the delight of living" (153), and so Coleman surmises that
Demarest was, "perhaps, a model for Tony Hastings" (153)
Tony, as one of Constance's boyfriends, is an important
character in The Net of Circumstance and the same Tony is
briefly mentioned in On Dearborn Street.

Certainly Tony,
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like Demarest, is identified as being handsome:

"He was one

of the prettiest things to be seen from Maine to Oregon.
His beauty too was fitted underneath with a fine
athletic masculinity" (60).

As "heir to the Hastings

millions" (177) Tony is definitely wealthy.

Furthermore, he

is depicted as being unmarried and enjoying life, because
"Whether he went to play tennis or write letters, girls
fluttered around him like so many butterflies over an apple
orchard in spring" (60).

Constance is generally

conservative and self-reliant, yet, enchanted by Tony's
youthfulnes, she becomes one of the "butterflies."
Demarest appears to have been the model not only for
Constance's boyfriend, Tony, in The Net of Circumstance, but
also for Robert "Bobby" Hoyne, one of Sybyl's suitors in On
Dearborn Street.

Bobby is introduced as being "the brother

of Nancy Hoyne, who married Hastings Howe, and this made him
a cousin by courtesy of Tony Hastings, heir to the
department store millions of that name 11

(

3 6).

In On

Dearborn Street Tony and Bobby are established as being not
only related, but similar to each other.

For example, in

The Net of Circumstance the narration reveals, "His [Tony's]
own sex of his own age were at first inclined to despise him
enviously for this [attractiveness to women], but ended by
being whole-heartedly his lovers too" (60).

In On Dearborn

Street Cavarley notes his annoyance with Bobby that "It
became a sort of race between Bobby and me to see who got
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the most of her [Sybyl's] time" (74).

Although Cavarley

resents Bobby for providing competition for Sybyl's
attention, after Bobby dies, Cavarley realizes his enduring
love for Bobby and laments:

"Oh, that I could go to Bobby

and tell him in some way that I was sorry.

My past

annoyance seemed so paltry in the empty silence where he had
been used to come at night to tell me of the day's events"
(133)
An even more specific indication that the relationships
of Constance with Tony and Sybyl with Bobby are modelled
after the relationship between Franklin and Demarest Lloyd
is that Sybyl, like Franklin, was aware of the men's
affiliations with the Christian Science movement.

Tony's

religious affiliations are not divulged to Constance in The
Net of Circumstance, but the same character is identified in
On Dearborn Street as being the Christian Scientist who
indoctrinated Bol?by:

"He [Bobby] had gone to Tony for

comfort and Tony had given him religion" (41).

Notably,

Coleman states that in 1913 "Demarest had recently become an
earnest and fervent convert to Christian Science and on
6 October warned her [Franklin] against the materialism of
the labour and socialist people with whom she was involved"
(154).

Therefore it seems likely that Demarest did not

become a Christian Scientist until after Franklin completed
at least the first draft of The Net of Circumstance, so this
aspect of his character is absent in the depiction of Tony
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in the earlier novel, but is inserted into Tony in the later
novel, and is extremely important in Bobby.

Just as

Demarest is reported as trying to influence Franklin with
his Christian Science beliefs, Sybyl tells Cavarley that
Bobby expresses his concern about her:

"'He is distressed

that I am so materially minded and ignorant and wicked that
my heart will not absorb the divine principle like his
does'" (54).

Thus, Tony and Bobby are alike, and both

appear to mimic Demarest Lloyd.
Tony and Bobby are attractive and eligible just as
Harold was in My Brilliant Career, but just as Sybylla hated
marriage proposals, so do Constance and Sybyl shy away from
permanent commitments.

All three women, like Franklin

herself, realize that as long as they don't actually marry,
they retain control in their relationships.

Constance and

Sybyl continue Sybylla's pattern of manipulation.

In MY

Brilliant Career Sybylla tells Harold, "'If you really want
me, I will marry you when I am twenty-one'" (167), yet two
years later, even though Harold insists, "'You can make your
own conditions if you will marry me'" (242), Sybylla refuses
his proposal.
Similarly, in The Net of Circumstance, "He [Tony] had
teased her [Constance] into promising that she might
reconsider [his proposal of marriage] in two years if his
emotion proved stable" (168).

Nevertheless, Constance

enjoys being largely in control of the relationship.

For
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example, she limits Tony's visits to every second week
( 190) .

However, while Tony seriously believes himself to be

engaged to Constance, she expects their relationship just to
be a passing fancy.

She refrains from declining Tony's

proposal so she can peacefully enjoy the relationship as
long as it lasts without, as Constance explains to Tony's
mother, "'having a grand scene'"

(222).

Subsequently,

Constance admits to Tony that she has manipulated him (228).
However, the relationship between Constance and Tony is left
as much in limbo as that of Sybylla and Harold in MY
Brilliant Career when Harold leaves to travel around the
world.

In chapter XXXV Tony leaves to go to Paris to pursue

a musical career.

His mother has tricked him into believing

that Constance is dead, and within the scope of the novel he
never discovers the deception.
The manipulation of male suitors by women is also seen
in On Dearborn Street.

Sybyl espouses the view shared by

Franklin's strong female characters:

"'They say any fool

can get married but it takes a devilish clever woman to
remain an old maid, so that is the distinction I covet'"
(120).

While she remains single, Sybylla engages in mental

warfare with her suitors.

Reminiscent of Sybylla's laughing

at Everard Grey in My Brilliant Career, Sybyl sends Bobby a
baby pacifier, accompanied by a note ridiculing him for
being concerned that she is going to lead him astray (6667) .

Sybyl and Bobby endure "frequent final partings" (54)
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Eventually Sybyl leads Bobby to believe that she will follow
him to the war-front and get married, but when Cavarley
confronts her about the engagement she only gives cryptic
answers:

"'Did Bobby say he was engaged to me, or I to

him?'" (116) .

Cavarley is annoyed by her deliberately

manipulative answers, but he also concluded earlier that
"Sybyl's attitude toward him [Bobby] was beyond fathoming.
She was so complex that it is doubtful if she understood it
herself" (97).
Again, in On Dearborn Street, Franklin depicts a
relationship which does not reach an ultimate resolution of
the feelings between the main female character and one of
her suitors.

After Harold and Tony face insurmountable

barriers preventing them from marrying the women they love,
Franklin removes them overseas, but in On Dearborn Street
Bobby is instead removed with complete finality when
Franklin has him die in a automobile-racing accident.
Therefore, Constance's relationship with Tony in The
Net of Circumstance and Sybyl's relationship with Bobby in
On Dearborn Street are reminiscent of Sybylla's relationship
with Harold in My Brilliant Career.

Through these

relationships Franklin demonstrates that it is preferable
for women to retain independence, rather than become
dependent upon men with whom they are not truly well
matched.

ce
In Franklin's American novels, however, ConStan

and Sybyl find suitable husbands in Osborne Lewis and
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Cavarley, respectively.

It is interesting that in both of

Franklin's American novels, there is the impression created
that meaningful marriages are a possibility, whereas in her
Australian novels, written both before and after those
novels she wrote in Chicago, Franklin rarely depicts strong
marital relationships.
When Franklin arrived in Chicago she was twenty-six
years old.

Possibly her age, compounded by the loneliness

of being away from Australia, made her personal dreams of
finding a male partner more poignant.

Franklin herself must

have felt the anguish expressed by Constance in The Net of
Circumstance:
"I have left it [marriage] too late.

If I should

ever have the happiness to meet a man I could
really care for, I'm sure that some more
enterprising and adventurous woman will have
captured him in his pristine inexperience.
men rush into matrimony so early."

Young

(2 98)

As attested to in her diaries, Franklin dated several men
while she was living in Chicago.

Many of these men are

clearly evident in her novels, while the reflections of
other suitors are less clear or absent.

However in real

life a suitable partner eluded Franklin, so it was only in
her fiction that her marital desires could be realized.
No man Franklin dated sufficiently met her expectations
of a husband, and so Osborne and Cavarley are composites of
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various men Franklin knew.

Coleman suggests, "The model for

faithful Osborne Lewis and kindly Cavarley was most likely
comfortable Fred[erick J.]

Pischel--'very dear', if not

exciting, a supporter of feminism, a bachelor, well enough
off, and totally devoted to her" (163-164).

In her diaries,

Franklin responds more favorably to Pischel than to any
other man, so it is logical that characters based upon
Pischel would be the men to whom Constance and Sybyl respond
most favorably.

However, although Franklin was certainly

acquainted with Pischel earlier, according to her diary
entries, her romance with him did not take place until the
summer of 1914, after The Net of Circumstance was already
written.

On June 4, 1912, Franklin refers to Pischel quite

formally, using his first and last names:

"Fred Pischel

took Miss Henry and me to call on the Griffins."

Franklin's

entries which affectionately end with marks indicating
kisses do not begin until July 17, 1914:
we went automobiling till 12.
dear xxxxx.

"Fred called and

We had a talk--Fred was very

11

Although Franklin may have considered Pischel when she
created Osborne Lewis in The Net of Circumstance, a stronger
influence is apparent in Martha Cook's suggestion that the
playwright Floyd Dell may be a model for Lewis.

Coleman

reveals, citing the Franklin Papers, "In the literary set
Stella Franklin, who kept her creative writing endeavours a
secret, met 'in moments of recreation, people such as .
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Margery and Floyd Dell.

But she never became

involved in the writing groups" (157).

In that Franklin

kept her own writing a secret, she must have been
desperately scared of rejection, although she at least
subliminally must have longed for dramatic recognition.

In

her diaries during 1911 and 1912, Franklin makes frequent
references to the Dells.

On September 24, 1912, Franklin

writes, "Floyd Dell came in during afternoon and argued
meretriciously."

This incident is transported into chapter

XIX of The Net of Circumstance when Osborne Lewis reads his
play to Constance and seeks her feminist criticism.
In addition to Fred Pischel and Floyd Dell, W. B. Lloyd
probably was a major influence on Franklin's characters
Lewis and Cavarley.

W. B. Lloyd, Demarest's elder brother,

was already married, but Franklin still admired and dated
him.

According to Sutherland, "They went to plays and the

opera, to a Cubist and Futurist Art exhibition, to dinners
at La Salle, the Blackstone and the Parkway" (451).
Lloyd is particularly apparent in Cavarley.

W. B.

In her diary

entry for Thursday, October 16, 1913, Franklin records,
"W. B. Lloyd called and arranged about dancing lessons.
Went to bed at 7 + was ill all night

Nervous and vomiting."

Subsequent entries chronicle the progress which Franklin
writes into chapters 41 and following of On Dearborn Street
when Cavarley teaches Sybyl to dance.
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Thus, Lewis seems to have been patterned primarily
after Floyd Dell and W. B. Lloyd, and the character of
Cavarley seems to have been influenced by Fred Pischel and
W. B. Lloyd.

However, because Franklin's characters are

composites of real and imagined people, some lending of
traits from different individuals occurs within the
characters.

For example, although Demarest Lloyd is

essentially a model for Tony and Bobby, a hint of Demarest
is apparent in Cavarley.

According to Coleman, "Demarest

Lloyd, an uncomplicated patriot interested in flying,
wondered if a fighting airman might have the power to thrill
her [Franklin's] heart" (160).

Cavarley too believes that

"a woman is always attracted by the daring and different"
(85) and so, in hopes of competing with more success against
Bobby, it is Cavarley who learns to fly.

Conversely, while

Fred Pischel is primarily the model for Cavarley, Franklin's
diary entry on March 1, 1914, that "Fred undertook the task
of teaching me to drive his automobile this year," shows
that Fred is the influence when Franklin has Bobby teach
Sybyl "to drive the beast [his large green car] herself"
(81)

In Franklin's American novels, Constance with Lewis and
Sybyl with Cavarley are more successful in their
relationships than Franklin is with her suitors.

Both

couples eventually demonstrate an ability to communicate and
mature in their relationships.

In The Net of Circumstance,
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from the outset Lewis is inclined "to study with keen
sympathy the underlying trend of the feminist movement"
( 2 9)

Consequently Lewis is anxious really to listen to

Constance's concerns and has the capacity to increase his
understanding of her needs.

Lewis is determined to base his

relationship with Constance on friendship, honesty, and
fairness.

He acknowledges her role as a collaborator

writing his play, and even sends her a letter "telling her
that half of the royalties were hers" (321).

He must wait

until the end of the novel, however, for Constance to
reciprocate his desire to form a permanent attachment.
At first Constance avoids Lewis, but "Within a week [of
their being formally introduced] she was overcome by such an
infatuation for Osborne Lewis" (77).

However, although

Constance quickly becomes intellectually fascinated by
Lewis, even months later she complains, "'You men are all
the same.

I could work with you very congenially and

successfully as a brother in effort [writing] but .

I

never thought of you sexually'" (325).
Under the counsel of Dr. Devereux, Constance eventually
reconciles her feelings concerning Lewis.

Devereux states,

"'I think that such a partnership [marriage] might easily
prove more wholesome than to live alone'''

(336).

Constance

concedes, and admits:
"Six months ago, as you know, I would have
thrown any offer of marriage aside without
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hesitation, as I recognized it as a great
partnership, whether entered upon cool common
sense or wild hot love, and that I would not be
justified--would not be honest unless I could
bring my share to the contract.

Now I feel a

different realization of myself, I feel I am
entering upon the open road where I may be able
to give something to life as well as have life
give something to me--and Mr. Lewis is very
wonderful.

He understands, he would leave me

free even in marriage.

I could not tolerate

him if there lurked in him any suggestion of a
desire to fetter me."

( 33 6)

Therefore, Constance rationally contemplates the
possibility of marrying Lewis.

With her contribution to

Lewis' successful play, Constance's deflated perception of
her self-worth is finally inflated.

Furthermore, Constance

realizes that marriage to Lewis would allow her to enjoy
both friendship with a wonderful husband and participation
in a literary and theatrical career.

Confirmation of

Constance's career expectations are found in On Dearborn
Street.

When World War I is raging in Europe, "Mr. and Mrs.

Osborne Lewis, the well-known writers, had laid their plans
to go

. as newspaper correspondents" (122).
As Constance discusses her future with Devereux, she

not only intellectually justifies that she should get
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married, but she also emotionally becomes excited.
embraces the concept:

She

"To have received love and to have
To give it to him from

given it--that was to have lived!

whom one received it--ah, surely that was only for the
gods !

11

(

3 3 9)

The novel concludes with Constance

exclaiming,
11

I am going to marry him.

I am so glad

I know the magnitude of what he is offering me.
II

. full of the courage

. She smiled

of the discovery that life held new and splendid
possibilities.

(340-341)

Likewise in On Dearborn Street, Cavarley is ready to
marry long before Sybyl concedes.

Sybyl holds out and

controls Cavarley for as long as possible.

Early in their

relationship Sybyl cautions Cavarley, half in jest and half
seriously:

"'I limited you to proposing once a week and the

week is not up yet' 11

(82).

A marriage between Sybyl and

Cavarley will not work until they both change their
attitudes.
Cavarley is initially portrayed as believing that "The
most desirable of all purchasable wares, of course, was
WOMAN" (6).

Cavarley has to shed this chauvinist attitude

and begin truly to empathize with Sybyl before he can be a
suitable husband.

Fortunately, Cavarley has Edna Maguire

and Aunt Pattie to share insight with him concerning how
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women think and feel.

Although Cavarley remains incapable

of totally understanding Sybyl, at least he learns to seek
advice from Aunt Pattie.

For months Cavarley struggles

alone, tormented by his love for Sybyl.

When Aunt Pattie

questions if he has a woman on his mind, Cavarley
deceptively replies, "'Nary a one'" (108).

It is not until

after Bobby's death and the dance lessons that Cavarley
eventually tells Aunt Pattie about Sybyl.
responds,

Aunt Pattie

'"I wondered if you were never going to tell me.

I was afraid you would entirely spoil your chances
before you came to me'" (156).

Cavarley relies upon the

assistance of Aunt Pattie at the end of the novel, in order
finally to win from Sybyl an acceptance of his marriage
proposal.
Sybyl also has to change before a marriage is possible.
Sybyl has to feel secure enough in herself so that she no
longer feels the need to toy with Cavarley's emotions, as
she did, for example, when she would not definitively
confirm or deny her engagement to Bobby.

Mature Aunt Pattie

gives advice not only to Cavarley, but also to Sybyl.

Sybyl

offers many arguments against marriage and concludes by
saying, "'I do not want my garden of love to be either an
untidy lumber room or a harem'" (178).
questions,

Aunt Pattie

'"You just refused my boy on general principles,

you did not make sure?'" (178).

Sybyl finally accepts that
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Cavarley's love is sincere, and that she would enjoy
creating a lasting relationship with him.
Although Coleman, like other critics, believes, "The
book [On Dearborn Street] ends on an indecisive note" (163)
and Roderick actually denies that Sybyl and Cavarley marry,
there are substantial implications that the couple do
reconcile their differences and marry.

Roderick states,

"Two wealthy young Americans lay siege to Sybyl.

She never

pulls up the drawbridge but in the upshot they fall in the
moat.

She will never marry 11 (122).

Roderick cites the war

and the visit of her relatives [the Twiddles] as deciding
Sybyl against marriage.

Certainly, Sybyl is fickle, but

even if in moments of greater depression she denies the
possibility of marriage, the evidence in the novel
ultimately runs contrary to the critics and affirms that
Sybyl and Cavarley form a marital union.
On Dearborn Street is claimed to be the memories of the
narrator Cavarley.

The novel begins with Cavarley

mentioning that he used to have questions concerning his
parentage and concludes with the narrator, Sybyl, and Aunt
Pattie being on a South American cruise.

The narrative

follows a chronological sequence with regard to the order in
which events transpired, rather than with regard to the
order in which the narrator discovered certain facts.

In

chapter 46 the narrative describes Aunt Pattie and Sybyl
talking and Aunt Pattie admitting that she really is

L
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Cavarley 's

mother.

looking
Although Cavarley the narrator

b ac k ov er
events is able to report this conversation,
Cavarley the
that she
character must concede to Sybyl's whim
Will not reveal his parentage to h 1m
· until 11 'on our wedding
,
daY' " ( 19 o ) .
Sybyl is so tenacious, that i't seems unlikely,
e spe cially wit
hout any explanation to the contrary in the
narrative, that
she would have relented her hold on the
information until
the appointed time.

Since Cavarley is the

narrator and is
able to relate the details of the
conversation between Aunt Pattie and Sybyl, it must be
a ssu med that when Cavarley wrote his memoirs, the couple
were married .

Furthermore, Aunt Pattie, who has

c onsistently displayed uncanny intuition, is confident that
as long as she, Cavarley, and Sybyl take an ocean voyage,
th e relationship between her son and Sybyl will be
confirmed.

Aunt Pattie tells Cavarley, "'You and Sybyl seem

to be offered this millionth chance of happiness.
Love has come to you, and there is no obstacle'" (211)
Franklin enjoyed many friendships, most of which were
with men, but she realized that it was hard to sustain good
relationships.

Therefore, in My Brilliant Career, The Net

of Circumstance, and On Dearborn Street Franklin focuses on
relationships, particularly of women with men, and the
problems which are experienced.

In My Brilliant Career

Sybylla and Harold are unable to reconcile their differences
and are forced to go their own separate ways.

In The Net of
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Circumstance Constance and Lewis are each able to retain a
level of personal control within their relationship, while
also growing to better understand each other.
able to anticipate a successful marriage.

Thus they are

Likewise, in On

Dearborn Street Sybyl and Cavarley learn to accept each
other, so that they should be able to enjoy a marital
relationship in which independence and dependence are
balanced.

V.

Conclusion

Although Sybylla, Constance, and Sybyl are different
from each other, each nevertheless springs from the same
autobiographical source.

Therefore, the childhood and

adolescence of Sybylla in My Brilliant Career where she
brags, "Side-saddle, man-saddle, no-saddle, or astride were
all the same to me" (3),

were probably very similar to the

unmentioned circumstances which were experienced by Sybyl as
a child, because after all "She grew up in some far away
place with lots of men" (140).

The connection between

Sybylla's and Constance's backgrounds is more obscure, but
Constance is depicted as growing up as a "Western girl"
(18), and this was probably the closest American equivalent
Franklin could produce for Australian Sybylla who was raised
"up the country" (42).
While Sybylla provides insight into the backgrounds of
Constance and Sybyl, they provide a suggestion as to the
future progression of Sybylla beyond the family setting.
Constance and Sybyl reflect Franklin's tendencies towards
independence and establishing more friendships with men than
women.

In My Brilliant Career Sybylla maintains

independence so that she will be able to pursue an artistic
career.

In The Net of Circumstance Constance not only is

able to earn recognition in the literary world, but in Lewis
she is able to find a suitable husband who will support her
career.

On Dearborn Street is narrated from a male point of
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view, so the novel concludes with the focus on the end goal
of marriage being obtained without any indication as to
Sybyl's aspirations after her mental and physical health is
restored.

Despite her weakened state Sybyl is dreaming of a

domestic life in which she can engage in gardening and plant
''sweet Williams, and pomegranates, and a magnolia tree"
(213).

Once she is well, presumably she will again crave an

intellectual challenge.
Constance and Sybyl reveal the circumstances which
Franklin herself and women in general experienced in the
Lake Michigan area of the United States of America during
the first two decades of the twentieth century.

Franklin's

characters experience turmoil with regard to their status in
society, their mental and physical health, and their
relationships with the opposite sex.

Both female American

protagonists ultimately find the hope of more satisfying
futures, however, because they find marriage partners who
will permit them to retain control of their own lives.
Consequently, Constance in The Net of Circumstance and Sybyl
in On Dearborn Street become Miles Franklin's American
fulfillment of My Brilliant Career.
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